GOETHE   AS   NOVELIST
images. He described this faculty when accounting for the letter-
form of Werther in Dichtung und Wahrheit. Among his accom-
plishments Werther also possesses artistic sensibility. But he is a
dilettante in Goethe's sense of the term, an impressionist lacking
the capacity of productivity: "Uberhaupt will der Dilettant in
seiner Selbstverkennung das Passive an die Stelle des Aktiven
setzen. . . . Was dem Dilettanten eigentlich abgeht, ist Architek-
tonik im hochsten Sinne, diejenige ausiibende Kraft, welche
erschafft, bildet, konstituiert". (Uber den Dilettantismus.)
In his artistic predilections, as elsewhere, Werther is a passive
spectator rather than an active participator. Even in his enthusiasm
for Homer and Ossian he betrays his fatal weakness of relating
things to himself, without entering truly into their being. He
reads Homer while he strings peas and turns to Ossian to find
there a reflection of his own moods. This reveals his lack of
real empathy. To deny this quality to Werther may seem a para-
dox, particularly when we remember his attitude to nature as
he expresses it in the letter of May loth. Certainly he is attuned
to nature; he shows what Goethe in Dichtung und Wahrheit calls
"ein inniges Anklingen, ein Mitschwingen ins Ganze", but
Werther's empathy is a purely passive affair. The concluding
sentences of that letter are a remarkable proof of this defect. He
yearns to express in his drawings the feeling which the beauty of
nature has aroused in him, but fails to do so: "Ich gehe dariiber
zu Grunde, ich erliege unter der Gewalt der Herrlichkeit dieser
Erscheinungen". He lacks the power of an inward organization of
impressions, which every true artist must possess. "Ich weiss
nicht, wie ich mich ausdriicken soil", he writes on July 2ist,
explaining the weakness of his imagination, "meine vorstellende
Kraft ist so schwach, alles schwimmt und schwankt so vor meiner
Seele, dass ich keinen Umriss packen kann".
This vagueness is characteristic not only of Werther9s artistic
efforts, but also of his attitude to nature and to life. It is a weakness
which, like his fundamental egotism, his inability to transcend the
limitations of his own personality and experiences, explains the
hopelessness of his situation. His vague longings are necessarily
doomed to disappointment. "Ein grosses dammerndes Ganze